Expression and modulation of apoptosis regulatory molecules in human melanocytes: significance in vitiligo.
Although the aetiology of the hypopigmentary disorder vitiligo is ill understood, it is clear that pigment producing cells are absent from vitiliginous lesional skin. The present study was designed to investigate the possible role of melanocyte-expressed apoptosis regulatory molecules in melanocyte disappearance. Flow cytometric evaluation of p53, p21, Bcl-2 and Bax revealed no differences in in vitro expression levels between normal control and non-lesional melanocytes. Moreover, no in situ immunohistological differences were observed in melanocytes present in control, non-lesional and perilesional skin. However, an enhanced number of p53+ nuclei, in the absence of detectable p21 expression, was detected in involved areas. The observed p53 expression pattern did not involve melanocytes and could be the result of ultraviolet (UV) A irradiation. Further, we showed that UVB is capable of modulating melanocyte-expressed apoptosis regulatory molecules. Consequently, a lethal dose of UVB was given to two groups of cultured normal control and non-lesional melanocytes. No significant differences were found when comparing the percentages and kinetics of UVB-induced apoptosis in these groups. In conclusion, our results indicate that the relative apoptosis susceptibility of melanocytes in vitiligo is comparable with that of normal control cells. It is therefore unlikely that vitiligo is causally related to dysregulation of apoptosis regulatory molecules.